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Gloria Guidetti  |   Sara Viotti  |   Daniela Converso
Department of Psychology, University of 
Turin, Turin, Italy Abstract
The aim of this study was to analyse the occupational well-
being of academics by using a person-centred approach. 
Data was collected by an online self-report questionnaire in-
volving the academic population of a large Italian university. 
Cluster analysis showed the presence of four significantly 
different clusters, that were labelled engaged-satisfied, 
engaged-workaholic, exhausted-workaholic and detached. 
Multivariate analysis of variances showed significant dif-
ferences between clusters regarding well-being dimen-
sions, and the perception of work demand on academics as 
sources of hindrance or challenge. The findings of this study 
suggested, for the first time, the existence of a well-being 
typology within the academic context, considering aspects, 
such as workaholism, that have been rarely taken into ac-
count. Moreover, it has been shown that the well-being 
profile can influence the way in which academics perceived 
academic work demands, highlighting the potentialities of 
analysing well-being profile in order to identify employees 
who are more or less at risk.
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1  | INTRODUC TION
Research on the quality of work in the academic environment has extensively outlined an increasing amount 
of job-related stress. Today, the academic work environment is subject to significant changes that concern the 
increase in managerial and market-oriented reforms within the new public management approach (Whitley & 
Gläser, 2014). These changes, which have mostly affected staff and funding cuts as well as performance-based 
and efficiency-oriented management of career paths, have been linked to several factors: the increased workload 
and work intensity over time, job insecurity and work–family conflict, and a progressive erosion of autonomy, col-
legiality and role clarity. (Gillespie, Walsh, Winefield, Dua, & Stough, 2001; Johnson, Willis, & Evans, 2019; Kinman 
& Johnson, 2019; Kinman & Jones, 2008; Tytherleigh, Webb, Cooper, & Ricketts, 2005; Ylijoki, 2013).
At the same time, studies have highlighted that, despite the worsening working conditions, academic pro-
fessors are still satisfied with their jobs (Bellamy, Morley, & Watty, 2003; Doyle & Hind, 1998; McInnis, 2000). 
According to Shin and Jung (2014) and Kinman (2001), the literature on this topic has indeed outlined a duality. 
On the one hand, academics are satisfied with the content of their work, that is to say the opportunity to work 
employing high levels of skill discretion and control over one's work. Academics also benefit from the social pres-
tige that derives from teaching, transmitting knowledge and conducting research on important topics (Darabi, 
Macaskill, & Reidy, 2017; Kinman & Jones, 2008). On the other hand, academics are also experiencing higher 
levels of stress due to changes introduced by managerial reforms.
More recent research within the theoretical framework of the job demands-resources model (JD-R model, Bakker & 
Demerouti, 2008), started focusing on further psychological strain and well-being factors, thus explaining the multiple 
aspects of the academic work environment that affect burnout and work engagement (Barkhuizen, Rothmann, & Vijver, 
2014; Mudrak et al., 2018; Pujol-Cols & Lazzaro-Salazar, 2018; Rothmann & Jordaan, 2006; Zabroddska et al., 2017).
Astratto
Utilizzando l'approccio person-centred, il presente studio ha 
avuto l'obiettivo di individuare diversi profili di benessere oc-
cupazionale in un campione di professori universitari Italiani. 
In specifico, i risultati della cluster analysis hanno eviden-
ziato la presenza di quattro profili definiti da differenti livelli 
di work engagement, esaurimento emotivo, workaholism e 
soddisfazione lavorativa. Le analisi hanno permesso inoltre 
di rilevare differenze significative fra i diversi profili per ciò 
che riguarda la percezione di alcune specifiche richieste 
lavorative del contesto accademico, distinguendo tra richi-
este percepite come ostacolanti (hindrance demands) e richi-
este percepite come sfidanti (challenge demands). Alla luce 
della tipologia emersa dai risultati, questo studio permette 
quindi di evidenziare come diversi aspetti del benessere oc-
cupazionale possano coesistere a livello intra-individuale, 
favorendo l'identificazione di profili maggiormente a rischio 
per la qualità della vita lavorativa in università.
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Finally, an aspect that has been rarely taken into account within the academic environment is workaholism. 
According to the above literature, the academic context seems to have assumed characteristics of organisational 
cultures that promote and support workaholic behaviours, as well as burnout and job stress. As shown by previous 
studies (Bartczak & Oginska-Bulik, 2012; Hogan, Hogan, & Hodgins, 2016), the majority (from 50% to 66%) of the 
academics surveyed reported workaholic tendencies. In the study of Torp, Lysfjord, and Midje (2018), academics 
reported more workaholic behaviours than other university personnel, indicating that high job demands, espe-
cially role overload, positively affected workaholism through the mediating role of work–family conflict. This is 
in line with Mazzetti et al.'s findings (2014) that claimed that ‘overtime culture’, which due to its characteristics 
can also be applied to today's university context (Fontinha, Easton, & Laar, 2019), is one of the main contributors 
to the onset of workaholism, overcommitment (Hamilton, 2019; Kinman, 2019) and higher levels of presenteeism 
among academics (Kinman & Wray, 2018). Past evidences linked workaholism to poorer psychological and phys-
ical well-being (Burke, 2000). More recent research conducted among the academic context showed that those 
who worked extremely long hours overtime (from 6 to 20 hrs) felt significantly more stressed compared to those 
who worked less than six extra-work hours (Fontinha et al., 2019). Therefore, it is very important to enhance the 
knowledge about the role of workaholism in shaping occupational well-being among academics.
The existing literature among university faculty shows the relevance of paying attention to aspects of occu-
pational well-being such as job satisfaction, burnout, work engagement and workaholism, which is in line with the 
circumplex model of subjective well-being (SWB) at work (Bakker & Oerlemans, 2011). As stated above, current 
research mainly used a variable-centred approach, considering these dimensions either separately (Catano et al., 
2010; Gillespie et al., 2001; Shin & Jung, 2014; Tytherleigh et al., 2005), or as aspects that give rise to different 
processes of well-being (Barkhuizen et al., 2014; Mudrak et al., 2018; Zabroddska et al., 2017). Otherwise, given 
the duality inherent in the double and contemporary presence of both well-being and strain factors (Kinman, 
2001; Shin & Jung, 2014) applying the model of SWB at work (Bakker & Oerlemans, 2011) can enhance the knowl-
edge about how these four dimensions could combine together at an intra-individual level.
Within the theoretical framework of SWB at work (Bakker & Oerlemans, 2011) this study thus seeks to im-
prove the extant knowledge on occupational well-being of university faculty, adopting a person-centred approach 
to identify subpopulations of employees characterised by different patterns of the linear variables taken into ac-
count. Analysing different well-being profiles, the results of the present study will provide more insight about the 
complexity by which different elements of occupational well-being can coexist within the same person. It will then 
differentiate between those who have developed more or less at risk well-being patterns for the quality of their 
working life. Therefore, differences among well-being profiles will be analysed with reference to the perception of 
some aspects that characterise the quality of working life in academia.
In light of the challenge-hindrance stressor framework (Cavanaugh, Boswell, Roehling, & Boudreau, 2000), this 
research aims to focus on how some job demands, such as facing performance-based evaluation processes, coping 
with a more competitive social environment and tackling increased teaching and research duties, are experienced 
as either job challenges or job hindrances based on the well-being profile membership. The results of this study 
will supply information about the chance to develop more tailored interventions based on the characteristics of 
each individual well-being profile. Moreover, it will offer a new understanding of how academics experience a 
variety of competing roles that have emerged within the academic field, thus providing fruitful insight for policy-
makers and university management.
2  | T YPOLOGIES OF SUBJEC TIVE WELL-BEING AT WORK
The circumplex model of SWB at work (Bakker & Oerlemans, 2011) integrates the concepts of burnout, work en-
gagement, job satisfaction and workaholism to represent different emotional states related to work. Specifically, 
work engagement and job satisfaction represent the positive form of SWB at work, with high levels of pleasure, 
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but differentiated by the levels of activation. Indeed, work engagement, which is a ‘positive, fulfilling, work-related 
state of mind characterised by vigour, dedication and absorption’ (Schaufeli, Salanova, Gonzalez-Roma, & Bakker, 
2002, p. 74), is defined by high levels of activation, whereas job satisfaction reflects a pleasurable emotional state 
resulting from the appraisal of one's job (Locke, 1969), with limited energy or aspiration dedicated to one's work.
Emotional exhaustion, which is the core dimension of burnout, refers to the incapability of employees to per-
form due to lack of mental energy. For these reasons, it is the unpleasant and deactivated form of occupational 
SWB. Moreover, high levels of activation, accompanied by a low level of positive emotions and unpleasantness, 
characterise workaholism. Schaufeli and colleagues (2009) suggested that workaholism is encompassed by two 
distinct components: a behavioural component to work excessively hard and do overtime, while neglecting other 
personal relationships and spheres of life besides work; and a cognitive component characterised by thinking 
compulsively and being obsessed with work.
Several empirical studies have demonstrated the distinction between work engagement, burnout and workahol-
ism (Schaufeli et al., 2002; Schaufeli, Taris, & van Rhenen, 2008). They argued that both burnout and workaholism 
are characterised by negative features regarding health, social functioning and working characteristics, as opposed to 
work engagement (Oerlemans & Bakker, 2014; Shimazu, Schaufeli, Kubota, Watanabe, & Kawakami, 2018).
However, contradictory results have been found regarding the relationship between workaholism and 
work engagement, and they have been found to correlate either in a negative (Hakanen, Rodríguez-Sánchez, & 
Perhoniemi, 2012) or in a positive (Shimazu, Schaufeli, Kamiyama, & Kawakami, 2015; van Beek, Hu, Schaufeli, 
Taris, & Schreurs, 2012) way. They are similarly associated with higher levels of organisational commitment and 
working long hours, but are different depending on the nature—compulsive or not—of the attitude towards work 
(Di Stefano & Gaudiino, 2019; Schaufeli et al., 2008). Therefore, although work engagement can enhance well- 
being and work performance, it could share some features with workaholism, thus increasing levels of work–family 
interference (Halbesleben, Harvey, & Bolino, 2009) and the risk of presenteeism (Kinman & Wray, 2018).
Despite the distinct nature of these constructs, it should then be argued that a much more complex combina-
tion could emerge at an intra-individual level. However, very few person-centred studies have paid attention to all 
the variables that are proposed by the circumplex model of SWB at work (Bakker & Oerlemans, 2011).
van Beek et al. (2012) found four profiles among Dutch employees based on the levels of work engagement 
and workaholism, which were more recently confirmed by Gillet, Morin, Sandrin, and Houle (2018) on a sample of 
high school teachers: (a) workaholics, (b) engaged, (c) engaged-workaholics and (d) disengaged. In addition to the 
‘pure’ profiles, a combination characterised by the presence of both workaholism and work engagement emerged. 
Moreover, Gillet et al. (2018) showed that work engagement could act as a buffer against workaholism given that 
engaged-workaholics reported lower levels of sleeping difficulties, work–family conflict and burnout compared to 
workaholics, which were not distinct from the disengaged profile. This latter result thus indicates that workahol-
ism can potentially rule out the positive effects of work engagement. Hogan et al. (2016) highlighted similar results 
within the academic context, identifying four different profiles—workaholics, enthusiastic-workaholics, relaxed 
and uninvolved—based on the mean levels of work drive, that is the level of inner pressure to work, and work en-
joyment defined as the level of pleasure derived from work. Workaholics reported lower levels in job satisfaction, 
and work-life balance, along with the higher levels in negative psychological functioning, compared to all other 
profiles. Interestingly, they underlined that workaholics and enthusiastic-workaholics did not differ in levels of 
work effort, thus showing the shared similarities in work attitudes between workaholism and work engagement.
Within a heterogeneous sample of Spanish employees and using composite scores of the priori dimensions 
of energy, pleasure, challenge, skills and identification, Salanova, Libano, Llorens, and Schaufeli (2014) identified 
four clusters: engaged, workaholics, burned-out and 9-to-5 (or relaxed). In the study of Innanen, Tolvanen, and 
Salmela-Aro (2014), results revealed two classes based on the combination of work engagement and exhaustion, 
namely (a) engaged and (b) exhausted-workaholics. Finally, the only study that took into account all the SWB at 
work dimensions as proposed by the circumplex model (Bakker & Oerlemans, 2011), was the one by Mäkikangas 
et al. (2015), conducted among a relatively small heterogeneous sample of Finnish employees. Results showed the 
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presence of four clusters, namely (a) engaged, with high levels of both engagement and satisfaction and a low level 
of exhaustion; (b) ordinary, with average levels of both engagement and satisfaction, and a low level of exhaustion; 
(c) bored out, with low levels of engagement, job satisfaction and exhaustion; and (d) burned out, characterised by 
low levels of pleasure and high levels of emotional exhaustion. However, the groups did not significantly differen-
tiate on workaholism scores.
Within the above literature review some inconsistencies should be highlighted. First of all, there are inconsis-
tencies regarding the fact that not all the studies can be fully included within the circumplex model of SWB at work 
(Bakker & Oerlemans, 2011). Indeed, only one study considered job satisfaction along with work engagement, 
workaholism and burnout (Mäkikangas et al., 2015). Moreover, most of the results were based on heterogeneous 
employee-samples. Similarly, the only research conducted within the academic context (Hogan et al., 2016) failed 
to consider other elements of burnout and job satisfaction, which shape a more comprehensive view of well-being 
at work apart from work drive and enjoyment. Moreover, the study of Hogan et al. (2016) did not analyse profiles 
considering differences in job demands. Some existing studies have contributed to understanding how job char-
acteristics differ across types of employee well-being. According to the JD-R model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008), 
Gillet et al. (2018) demonstrated that profile membership in the workaholic profile was significantly and positively 
predicted by workload, and negatively by social support, compared to the other clusters. Moreover, Salanova et 
al. (2014) showed that the engaged profile experienced the lowest levels of job demands, and the highest of job 
resources and positive occupational outcomes. However, the academic environment offers a much more complex 
plethora of job characteristics, derived from both its teaching and research nature and by all the changes that have 
been introduced through public-management policies, that deserve to be taken into consideration.
3  | FE ATURES OF THE ITALIAN AC ADEMIC WORK ENVIRONMENT: 
THE RELE VANCE OF THE PSYCHOLOGIC AL APPR AISAL OF AC ADEMIC 
JOB DEMANDS
To this day, most research on the stress and well-being of academics has been conducted in an Anglo-American 
context. Nevertheless, changes affected by market-oriented policies are more recently investing on other univer-
sity and cultural systems in the world (Mudrak et al., 2018; Pujol-Cols & Lazzaro-Salzar, 2018), including southern 
European ones, such as Italy. In their comparison of different academic systems around the world (professor-oriented 
vs. market-oriented), Shin and Jung (2014) underlined that the Italian one—historically defined as a professor-ori-
ented system where academics held high autonomy in decision-making and accountability (Clark, 1983)—fell within 
the low stress–high satisfaction group, compared to Anglo-American systems that, falling within the market-oriented 
one, were categorised within the high stress–low satisfaction group. However, similarly to other OECD (Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and Development) countries, the Italian central institutional governance structure has 
undergone profound reforms of the public higher educational system since the 240/2010 law (Gelmini law). These 
reforms affected funding allocation, evaluation and accreditation procedures and human resource policies (Donina 
& Hasanefendic, 2018). According to the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education, several 
performance-based funding systems, such as AVA (Autovalutazione, Valutazione periodica e Accreditamento—Self-
assessment, periodic Evaluation and Accreditation) and VQR (Valutazione della Qualità della Ricerca—Evaluation of 
Research Quality) have been introduced in order to identify ‘structures of excellence’ and to divert investments in a 
more targeted way (Borrelli & Stazio, 2018; Checchi, Malgarini, & Sarlo, 2018).
Therefore, the Italian higher education sector has been involved in a process of change that is favouring a pro-
gressive shift from a professor-oriented system to a more market-oriented one (Donina & Hasanefendic, 2018), de-
spite it still being less obvious when compared to the United Kingdom (UK) or Australia and New Zealand. As a result 
of these changes, competition, both between universities as well as among colleagues within the same institution, 
is substantially increasing. Inevitably, this has had an impact on the emergence of many competing roles besides 
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teaching and research activities, such as fund-raising and public engagement, as well as employees being faced with 
a more competitive social climate and the need to respond to the higher pressures derived from performance-based 
evaluation on which longer career paths depend (Converso, Loera, Molinengo, Viotti, & Guidetti, 2018).
Nevertheless, there is a lack of studies regarding the occupational stress, well-being and quality of working life 
in the Italian academic context. Moreover, very few studies have emphasised how university faculty members per-
ceive their work environment in terms of the many competing demands to which they have to respond and how 
these characteristics are perceived; that is to say, as sources of hindrances or challenges (Converso et al., 2018).
Job challenges are viewed as those demands that, despite requiring energy in order to be overcome, can also po-
tentially promote growth and achievement. However, job hindrances are those demands that only require effort and 
that interfere with the achievement of valued goals (Cavanaugh et al., 2000). Hindrance demands have shown to have 
a negative impact, by reducing the engagement and favouring burnout, whereas challenge demands, which trigger 
emotions and a positive cognitive style, are positively associated with work engagement and promote work perfor-
mance (Crawford, Lepine, & Rich, 2010). However, despite the fact that most research has assumed that stressors 
are divided aprioristically between job hindrances and challenges (Podsakoff, LePine, & LePine, 2007), some scholars, 
based on the transactional theory of stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), have found that job demands are sometimes 
experienced as either hindrances or challenges depending on the role of psychological appraisal (Searle & Auton, 
2015; Webster, Beehr, & Love, 2011). Moreover, as stated by Lazarus and Folkman (1984), there is a strong connec-
tion between appraisal and emotion and the activated-positive quality of emotion has been found to be an indicator of 
challenge appraisal (Ferguson, Matthews, & Cox, 1999). Based on this, and in line with the circumplex model of SWB 
(Bakker & Oerlemenas, 2011), it could be stated that the way by which job demands are perceived as either challenges 
or hindrances will reflect the level of activation and pleasure, or the combination of both. Therefore, analysing how 
academics interpret their work environment in light of the challenge-hindrance appraisal framework (Searle & Auton, 
2015) can give information about how the quality of working life is shaped by their own well-being profile.
4  | AIMS OF THE STUDY
Along with the evidence of previous results, this study has the aim of exploring an Italian academic environment 
in depth through the lens of SWB at work (Bakker & Oerlemans, 2011). More specifically, by employing a person-
centred approach, we examined how the different dimensions of SWB at work, namely work engagement, job 
satisfaction, emotional exhaustion and workaholism, combine together in order to form distinct profiles of aca-
demics' well-being.
Moreover, in light of the changes that the academic world is undergoing, another aim of the present study is 
to analyse differences among occupational well-being profiles in the perception of some of the main aspects of 
the academic quality of work in the Italian higher education sector. More specifically, the analysis has focused on 
the distinction between job challenges and job hindrances proposed by the JD-R model (Cavanaugh et al., 2000), 
with the aim of finding out whether specific job demands in the academic environment (Converso et al., 2018) are 
appraised as either challenges or hindrances based on SWB profile membership.
5  | METHODS AND MATERIAL S
5.1 | Data collection
Data was collected using an online questionnaire in 2017 in a public Italian university in the north of Italy. A 
total of 1,944 full-time university academics were invited to participate. Of the returned questionnaires (n = 910, 
46.8%), 871 were considered valid for this study (95.7%). Among the final sample, 297 were assistant professors 
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(AsP, 34.1%), 384 were associate professors (AP, 44.1%) and 190 were full professors (FP, 21.8%), 48.6% were 
women, and the average age was 51 years (min = 34, max = 73).
All the variables were measured using well-known scales, adapted and validated for the Italian context. Work 
engagement (WE) was measured using the 9-item version of the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (Balducci, 
Fraccaroli, & Schaufeli, 2010; Schaufeli, Bakker, & Salanova, 2006), (9 items, α = .88, M = 39.68, SD = 8.93, ‘At 
work, I feel that I am bursting with energy’). Workaholism (WH) was measured using the two subscales of the 
Dutch Workaholism Scale (DUWAS, Balducci, Avanzi, Consiglio, Fraccaroli, & Schaufeli, 2017; Schaufeli et al., 
2009), which are working excessively (Wexc, 4 items, α = .79, M = 7.65, SD = 2.81, ‘I seem to be in a hurry and 
racing against the clock and working compulsively’) and working compulsively (Wcomp, 5 items, α = .85, M = 6.50, 
SD = 3.30, ‘I feel guilty when I take time off work’). Emotional exhaustion (EE, 5 items, α = .85, M = 11.36, SD = 6.97, 
‘I feel emotionally drained from my work’) was measured using the Maslach Burnout Inventory-General Survey 
(Borgogni, Galati, Petitta, & Schweitzer, 2005; Schaufeli, Leiter, Maslach, & Jackson, 1996). Finally, job satisfac-
tion (JS) was measured with a single item: ‘Generally speaking, how satisfied are you with your current job?’ 
(Kristensen, Hannerz, Høgh, & Borg, 2005). The response scale ranged between 1 (extremely dissatisfied) and 10 
(extremely satisfied) (M = 6.54, SD = 2.07).
Responses to the EE and WE measures were provided on a scale ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (every day), while 
those for WH were rated on a four-point response scale ranging from 0 (never) to 3 (always).
The academic quality of work was measured using three dimensions of the Academic Quality of Work Scale 
(AQolW, Converso et al., 2018), which is a measure of some of the main aspects that characterise academic work, 
namely research and public engagement (R&PE, 6 items, α = .74, M = 34.12, SD = 4.91, i.e., Performing third stream 
activities), didactic work and relationships with students (DW, 7 items, α = .80, M = 36.71, SD = 6.33, i.e., Holding 
lectures) and career development and competitions (CC, 6 items, α = .82, M = 23.12, SD = 7.75, i.e., Participating in 
competitions for scientific qualifications). The scale was developed to evaluate aspects of the academic work envi-
ronment, not as stressful per se, but to highlight how academics perceive their work demands as either a source of 
hindrance or challenge. The scale was presented with the direct question: ‘Now we ask you to evaluate some aspects 
of your work based on the connotations that they carry for you.’ Responses were given on a seven-point Likert scale 
ranging from 1 (negative-stressful stimulus) to 7 (positive-rewarding stimulus). Therefore, higher scores identified 
challenge appraisal of job demands, whereas low levels identified hindrance appraisal of job demands.
5.2 | Data analysis
Cluster analysis has been performed in order to identify homogeneous subgroups of academics' SWB at work 
using SPSS 25. In this procedure, the four dimensions of the SWB (Bakker & Oerlemans, 2011) at work model 
have been turned into z scores and used as criteria variables. The number of clusters had been determined based 
on the inspection of the dendrogram, and multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was carried out to analyse 
differences between clusters at the levels of the four dimensions of SWB at work, in order to test the significance 
of the cluster solution.
6  | RESULTS
6.1 | Preliminary analysis
Table 1 shows the results of the correlation analysis between all the variables considered for the present study. 
Significant and positive correlations emerged between working excessively, working compulsively and both work 
engagement and emotional exhaustion, whereas a significant and negative correlation between working excessively, 
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working compulsively and job satisfaction emerged. As expected, emotional exhaustion and job satisfaction were 
negatively correlated, whereas work engagement and job satisfaction were positively correlated. All the three dimen-
sions of the AQoLW (Converso et al., 2018) were negatively correlated with emotional exhaustion and positively 
correlated with work engagement and job satisfaction, showing that, the more challenging these aspects of academic 
work are, the higher the levels of well-being dimensions, and the lower of job strain dimensions. However, different 
results have emerged regarding correlations with workaholism: research and public engagement were significantly 
and positively associated with both working excessively and compulsively, while didactic work only negatively cor-
related with working excessively, whereas career development and competition showed no significant correlation.
6.2 | Identification of SWB profiles and validation of cluster solution
Figure 1 depicts the cluster solution, presenting the four different profiles based on standardised scores of the 
different dimensions of SWB. Table 2 shows the mean (M) and standard deviation (SD) for each dimension of well-
being across the clusters.
The clusters were labelled as follows:
Detached (Cluster 1, n = 265, 30.4%). The first cluster is represented by low scores of working excessively and 
work engagement, the lowest of working compulsively and medium-low scores of emotional exhaustion and job 
satisfaction;
Exhausted-Workaholic (Cluster 2, n = 186, 21.4%). The second cluster shows the highest scores of working 
excessively and medium-high scores of working compulsively, the lowest levels of work engagement and job sat-
isfaction and the highest scores of emotional exhaustion;
Engaged-Workaholic (Cluster 3, n = 229, 26.3%). The third cluster shows high scores of working excessively 
and working compulsively, high levels of work engagement, medium-high scores of job satisfaction and medi-
um-low ones of emotional exhaustion;
Engaged-Satisfied (Cluster 4, n = 190, 21.8%). The fourth cluster reveals the highest scores of work engage-
ment and job satisfaction and the lowest of emotional exhaustion, whereas both working excessively and working 
compulsively scores are low.
Results from MANOVA (Pillai's trace, F (15, 2592) = 119.68, p < .001, η2 = 0.47) showed significant differences 
between the clusters. Among the univariate test statistics, it emerged that the eta-squared values (η2) explain 
TA B L E  1   Pearson Correlations among study variables
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1 Wexc 1 .533** .069* .373** −.136** .164** −.096** −.039
2 Wcomp  1 .132** .328** −.091** .126** −.045 .025
3 WE   1 −.282** .424** .322** .239** .281**
4 EE    1 −.404** −.079* −.169** −.222**
5 JS     1 .091** .158** .253**
6 R&PE      1 .384** .336**
7 DW       1 .296**
8 CC        1
Note: F = 0; M = 1.
Abbreviations: CC, career development and competitions; DW, didactic work and relationship with students; EE, 
emotional exhaustion; JS, job satisfaction; R&PE, research and public engagement; Wcomp, working compulsively; WE, 
work engagement; Wexc, working excessively.
**p < .01; *p < .05. 
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47.6%, 36.7%, 44%, 42.7% and 41.8% of the variance, respectively, for working excessively, working compulsively, 
work engagement, emotional exhaustion and job satisfaction in differences among clusters. Post hoc analysis 
(Tamhane test) revealed that all the clusters were significantly different regarding emotional exhaustion and job 
satisfaction. Working excessively and working compulsively showed no significant differences between the ex-
hausted-workaholic and engaged-workaholic profiles, but were significantly higher in these two clusters, when 
compared to the detached and engaged-satisfied ones. No significant differences emerged for work engagement 
between the detached and exhausted-workaholic clusters, which presented significantly lower levels when com-
pared to the engaged-satisfied and engaged-workaholic groups.
6.3 | Differences in academic quality of work among clusters
To test differences between clusters from the perception of the academic quality of work, and namely how academics 
perceive research and public engagement, didactic work and career development and competition as either job chal-
lenges or job hindrances, MANOVA was carried out with cluster solution as the independent variable. Pillai's trace F 
F I G U R E  1   Z-Standardised scores of work engagement (WE), working excessively (Wexc), working 
compulsively (Wcomp), emotional exhaustion (EE), job satisfaction (JS) across the 4 clusters, as emerged from 
the ANOVA
TA B L E  2   Means and standard deviations of the SWB variables in academics' well-being profiles
 
Wexc Wcomp WE EE JS
M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD
1 Detached 0.50 0.17 0.29 0.15 0.62 0.13 0.34 0.18 0.60 0.18
2 Exhausted-workaholic 0.81 0.15 0.57 0.16 0.65 0.17 0.61 0.19 0.45 0.20
3 Engaged-workaholic 0.79 0.16 0.56 0.21 0.84 0.08 0.41 0.18 0.74 0.12
4 Engaged-satisfied 0.45 0.17 0.33 0.16 0.86 0.07 0.16 0.11 0.82 0.10
Note: N.B.: Standardised means are provided.
Abbreviations: EE, emotional exhaustion; JS, job satisfaction; Wcomp, working compulsively; WE, work engagement; 
Wexc, working excessively.
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(9, 2598) = 13.29, p < .001, η2 = 0.04) showed a significant, albeit weak, multivariate effect. Univariate test statistics 
showed that the eta-squared values (η2) explained 5.6%, 5.7% and 7.3% of the variance, respectively, for research and 
public engagement, didactic work and career development and competition in differences among clusters. Post hoc 
analyses revealed, moreover, no significant differences for research and public engagement among the exhausted-
workaholic, engaged-workaholic and engaged-satisfied clusters; no significant differences for didactic work among 
the detached, exhausted-workaholic and engaged-workaholic groups; and no significant differences for career de-
velopment and competition between the detached and exhausted-workaholic and between the engaged-workaholic 
and engaged-satisfied clusters. Table 3 shows the means (M) and standard deviations (SD) of research and public en-
gagement, didactic work and career development and competition across the four clusters. As can be observed from 
Figures 2, 3 and 4, there are different trends in these variables among clusters, highlighting that, based on cluster 
membership, elements of the academic working context are perceived as either job challenges or job hindrances, as 
lower scores are indicative of a more hindrance-related appraisal of job demand.
7  | DISCUSSION
By analysing all the variables proposed by the circumplex model of SWB (Bakker & Oerlemans, 2011), this study 
has found that workaholism, despite being scarcely studied within the academics' well-being literature (Hogan et 
al., 2016; Torp et al., 2018), has an important role in differentiating patterns of well-being, along with work en-
gagement, emotional exhaustion and job satisfaction. The four-cluster solution is indeed consistent with most of 
the past studies that applied a person-centred approach (Mäkikangas et al., 2015; Salanova et al., 2014), although 
TA B L E  3   Means and standard deviations of the AQoLW variables in academics' well-being profiles
 
R&PE DW CC
M SD M SD M SD
1 Detached 0.77 0.12 0.73 0.11 0.50 0.16
2 Exhausted-workaholic 0.81 0.11 0.72 0.13 0.51 0.18
3 Engaged-workaholic 0.83 0.09 0.75 0.13 0.58 0.18
4 Engaged-satisfied 0.84 0.11 0.80 0.12 0.62 0.7
Note: N.B.: Standardised means are provided
Abbreviations: CC, career development and competitions; DW, didactic work and relationship with students; R&PE, 
research and public engagement.
F I G U R E  2   Scores of research and public engagement among clusters
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the present research highlights a different pattern of clusters compared to the extant literature. On the one hand, 
these clusters match what emerged from van Beek et al.'s (2012) and Gillet et al.'s (2018) studies, regarding the 
presence of the engaged-workaholic (26.3%) as a cluster that combines the presence of both work engagement 
and workaholism; on the other hand, they confirm what emerged from Innanen et al.'s (2014) study, regarding the 
presence of the exhausted-workaholic profile (21.4%). Finally, the presence of engaged-satisfied (21.8%) and de-
tached (30.4%) profiles is in line with most of the previous person-centred studies (Gillet et al., 2018; Mäkikangas 
et al., 2015; Salanova et al., 2014; van Beek et al., 2012).
Consistently with past research in the academic context (Hogan et al., 2016; Torp et al., 2018) a wide per-
centage of academics reported high levels of workaholism (about 50%). However, differently from Hogan et al.'s 
(2016) study of academics' workaholism-engagement patterns, which did not measure emotional exhaustion or 
job satisfaction, this categorisation allows for the observation that academics of this Italian sample show an at risk 
pattern. This is embodied by the exhausted-workaholic profile, for which the high activation and energy-depleting 
nature of workaholism (Burke, 2000), accompanied by low levels of job satisfaction, may represent a risk factor for 
worsening levels of exhaustion. According to Gillet et al. (2018), as the energy-depleting nature of workaholism 
can also overcome the motivational one of work engagement in affecting health outcomes, it may be argued that 
the engaged-workaholic profile could be at a higher risk compared to the disengaged and engaged-satisfied ones, 
which indeed showed lower levels of emotional exhaustion. Moreover, the nature of total disengagement from 
work that emerged from the detached cluster may otherwise hide serious risks for psychological well-being and 
occupational outcomes, as it presents higher levels of emotional exhaustion and lower levels of job satisfaction if 
compared with the engaged-satisfied cluster.
F I G U R E  3   Scores of didactic work and relationship with students among clusters
F I G U R E  4   Scores of competition and career development among clusters
     |  235GUIDETTI ET al.
Furthermore, differences among profiles were analysed, paying attention to the appraisal of specific academic 
job demands. Differently from past studies that analysed levels of job demands and resources within profiles (Gillet 
et al., 2018; Salanova et al., 2014), this analysis allowed us to understand if profile membership could differentiate 
the way in which specific job demands that characterise the academic context are experienced as hindrances or 
challenges. Indeed, when compared to the other three groups, the level of research and public engagement as a 
positive and rewarding stimulus was significantly lower in the detached cluster, whereas didactic work was sig-
nificantly higher in the engaged-satisfied profile. Finally, career development and competition was significantly 
higher for the engaged-workaholic and engaged-satisfied clusters, compared to the other two groups.
8  | CONCLUSION
This study has applied a person-centred approach to the analysis of academic well-being for the first time, using 
the theoretical framework of the circumplex model of SWB at work (Bakker & Oerlemans, 2011). A more in-depth 
view of the interplay between workaholism, work engagement, emotional exhaustion and job satisfaction in an 
occupational context has been favoured, where this approach had been widely overlooked. As no previous stud-
ies have been conducted within the Italian context, these results also shed light on different academic realities 
from the ones that are currently most represented in the literature, such as the Anglo-American contexts. In this 
sample of Italian academics, the largest group is the detached one, which represents a form of deactivated and 
low-pleasure form of subjective well-being at work, and about 50% of the entire sample reported high levels of 
workaholism, with low-pleasure (exhausted workaholic) or high-pleasure (engaged workaholic) declinations. Even 
if there is no available data on Italian academics' occupational well-being condition which can be compared to 
these results, there should be noted a situation regarding academic well-being which deserves further attention 
and that can no longer be considered stress-free, as was observed previously (Shin & Jung, 2014).
These aspects may be further analysed considering differences among clusters regarding the perceived job 
demands as either hindrances or challenges. Although it is not possible to make hypotheses of a causal nature, it 
is, nevertheless, interesting to see how different well-being types may elicit different job demand appraisals in the 
academic context. Based on the results, it seems that the research and public engagement dimension is a highly 
activating demand that is perceived in a more favourable way by those profiles that are characterised by both 
workaholism and engagement characteristics (exhausted-workaholic, engaged-workaholic, engaged-satisfied). 
However, it can be argued that this challenging nature could be highly demanding from the point of view of the re-
sources deployed, an aspect that can favour the use of strategies that over time can turn out to be counterproduc-
tive, such as excessive investment in work and consequent onset of emotional exhaustion. The aspects related to 
career and competition offer a possible image that divides between those who, perhaps due to lack of resources, 
face this task in a more detached way or experience greater exhaustion (detached, exhausted-workaholic), and 
those who are able to face this request as a challenge, fielding more resources and engagement (engaged-work-
aholic, engaged-satisfied). Finally, the profiles characterised by greater detachment (detached), exhaustion and 
workaholic tendencies (exhausted-workaholic and engaged-workaholic) seem to constitute risk factors as regards 
the possibility of responding to didactic and interpersonal requests with students in a more positive and challeng-
ing manner. On the one hand, it could be hypothesised that the presence of a negative and deactivated state of 
mind can undermine the ability to effectively teach and interact with students. At the same time, an excessively 
activated state of mind characterised by workaholic tendencies can also undermine these aspects of the academic 
work, which is consistent with past research that has shown the negative consequences of workaholism on the 
quality of interpersonal relations (Porter, 2001). Moreover, it should be underlined that the didactic aspect of ac-
ademic work is perceived as a hindrance by those most positively involved with activities related to research and 
public engagement and career development. In this vein, the workaholic nature of these activities could be a risk 
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factor for mental well-being, as well as for achieving activities, such as effectively teaching and interacting with 
students, which, according to previous studies (Darabi et al., 2017), should represent the core of the teaching role.
Therefore, these results provide a first image of the academic intensification that is also taking over the Italian 
higher education sector. The results obtained may thus represent a first guiding light for the development of in-
terventions and policies that, for instance, aim to reduce mental distress or workaholic behaviours and cognitions, 
taking into account the role of the multiple aspect of the academic work that could elicit this attitude. Using a 
person-centred approach thus allows the precise identification of groups that are most at risk, and on whom to 
focus targeted interventions. As it is much more difficult to intervene at the macro level (national policies that 
are favouring the shift to a market-oriented system), university management could intervene, at the micro level, 
through secondary prevention strategies, such as favouring a culture less focused on overworking by promoting 
health education policies about the negative consequences of maladaptive attitudes towards work, or promot-
ing initiatives that enhance work-life balance and recovery abilities. Furthermore, a healthy culture should be 
promoted through tertiary prevention systems (Van Wijhe, Schaufeli, & Peeters, 2010), such as mental health 
services, in order to minimise the negative consequences of both workaholic behaviours, and especially their com-
pulsive nature. Furthermore, the results of the present study can favour a first reflection on the Italian academic 
context and on the risks that the great importance placed on systems that are based on competition and higher 
research productivity, in the name of ‘publish or perish’ policies, are bringing to the future of the university also 
as a teaching institution.
8.1 | Limitations
Despite the interesting picture that emerges from differences among profiles in the appraisal of job demands, it 
should be argued, however, that further analysis should pay attention to the role that job and personal resources 
may have in affecting the appraisal process, or, for example, the interaction between workaholism and work 
engagement.
Limitations of this study regard its cross-sectional nature and the absence of a representative sample of Italian 
academics. In order to offer a clearer picture of academics' well-being that emerged from the present study, fu-
ture research should extend this investigation to a larger and more representative number of the Italian context 
and should use longitudinal data to understand trajectories over time in well-being profiles. Moreover, from a 
longitudinal point of view, future research should evaluate how the perception of work requests may change over 
time and determine whether or not changes occur in occupational well-being profile membership. Finally, another 
limitation is the use of self-report data that could represent a risk of common method bias.
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